CHAPTER XV

Kargil to Yuru: Symbolism of the Tantra

FROM Kargil onward we had decided to take ponies instead of
continuing on foot; in a country where most people ride, walk-
ing would have appeared eccentric; also there is no real objec-
tion against traversing half-desert tracts fairly rapidly. Details
count for little in such scenery, except within the restricted belts
of cultivation, whereas in woodlands like Sikkim a thousand
beauties of plant or insect life are met with at every turn, past
which it would be a pity to hurry.

Twenty-three hot miles separated Kargil from the next
halting-place. At first the way crossed an arid plateau, its
monotony relieved only by a momentary glimpse of an impres-
sive snow-mountain lying to the south-west. The lifeless table-
land seemed as if it would extend for ever, when suddenly with-
out warning, we were looking over the edge of a huge sunken
valley watered by a river from which numerous artificial
rivulets conducted the life-giving water to smiling corn-fields
and shady groves. The place seemed so secluded and out of
keeping with the dead wastes immediately surrounding it, that
it might well have been taken for a mirage. These unexpected
encounters with life in the midst of desert are always dramatic,
and man never fails in his emotional response to the first sight
of green. It is one of the peculiar charms which belong only
to barren countries and cannot be shared by luxuriant ones.

The track led down into the hollow and then hugged the
margin of the fields so as not to waste a foot of arable ground.
As at Kargil, here also, the wild iris was planted to mark the
boundaries between properties. At the far end of the oasis the
road mounted sharply over a shoulder, missing the rocky gates
by which the river' entered. We then rode on up-stream for
several hours, past a few villages of rough construction such as
are found all over Purig. Wild rose bushes, armed with formid-
able prickles, were employed for hedging. Gradually the gorge
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